S
oil Taxonomy was developed in the late 1960s, with the first version of the completed document published in 1975. Since then, the second edition to Soil Taxonomy was issued in 1999. While this document has served as the taxonomic standard for soil classification in the United States and 100+ countries worldwide, it is often criticized as being overly technical and hard for end users to understand. Efforts to broaden the appeal of the system have included the release of several Keys to Soil Taxonomy and a version in Spanish as well. Nonetheless, the quantitative limits imposed, technical language, complex wording, and breadth to include even rare soils make the original system of Soil Taxonomy daunting for many end users.
In an effort to provide greater clarity in interpreting the terminology and concepts presented in Soil Taxonomy, a working group of the National Cooperative Soil Survey undertook a project to develop a new, more simplified approach to explaining Soil Taxonomy. This document was never intended to replace the use of Soil Taxonomy, but rather offer university students, crop consultants, farmers, and other end users a document that would help to explain the concepts behind the classification offered in Soil Taxonomy. Originally termed the "Simplified Guide to Soil Taxonomy," the working group sought to streamline the descriptions housed in each soil order and suborder. This document focused less on the quantitative limits precisely described by Soil Taxonomy and more on the central concepts being illustrated by those descriptions. The goal of the document was to correctly reflect the classification of a soil in Soil Taxonomy with ≥85% accuracy. As the project progressed, the conceptual language adopted by the new system gave rise to the idea of illustrating many of the concepts via extensive photography of diagnostic subsurface horizons and features. As such, the final version of the project became known as the "Illustrated Guide to Soil Taxonomy." At approximately 300 pages, it is considerably shorter in length that other soil taxonomy guides, and with a more engaging interface; one which hopefully benefits end users.
Tthe Illustrated Guide to Soil Taxonomy has been posted to the NRCS website, presented at the World Congress of Soil Science (Jeju, South Korea), and is being used in many universities for students studying soil science. Also, coaches of soils judging teams are using it as a valuable teaching tool, which helps students to understand the concepts behind the technical information they are learning. Certainly, this document will continue its evolution; one which does not compete with, but rather supports, a more thorough understanding of Soil Taxonomy and how it can benefit people both domestically and worldwide.
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